This article aims at demonstrating the historical probability that Joseph, the father of Jesus, should be regarded as a legendary figure. It 
JOSEPH THE CARPENTER
The idiom like father like son does not often point to a reality, but in Mediterranean culture, at least, it is a common ideal. In this regard we have in the Gospel of John (5: 17) a Jesus saying, undoubtedly not authentic, that he is at work as his father is at work. In the Johannine context this saying refers to deeds of healing and compassion and a relationship between Jesus and God as his father. The context also involves the outrage of the Pharisees that Jesus could dare to see himself as child of God. F C Grant (1956:96-114) , the great biblical historian of a previous generation, valued this Johannine phrase as a probable indication that the son Jesus stands in the shoes of his father Joseph. Jesus is a carpenter, like his father, but typical to Johannine style the author of the Fourth Gospel draws an analogy between the physical son-father relationship and the spiritual relationship between Jesus and his heavenly Fatherl.
JOSEPH THE PATRIARCH
Also in the Coptic Arabic version of The Life of Joseph the Carpenter (chapter 7) (Manns 1977: 87) the correspondences between father and son pertain to geographical issues. Characteristic of Mediterranean mores the residential cite of a family/clan is located at the burial place of the founder of the group. The tomb in turn is the place where a future leader is expected to be born. This leader will continue the works of the forefather. In THe Life of Joseph the Carpenter the tradition is that Jesus was born in Bethlehem as it is the case in those gospels in the New Testament where this tradition is also taken up (Mt 2:6; Lk 2:4; In 6:41; 7:27, 41). In all these instances the relationship between Jesus of Nazareth and Joseph whose ancestors are claimed to be from Bethlehem is in focus.
This particular tradition, explicit in Matthew and implicit in Luke and John, originated in the prophetic witness (Micah 5:2) against the supposedly mighty Judean royalty in favor of an allegedly inferior ruler whose roots are from the northern tribes: 'But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah: for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel' (Micah 5:2, in Mt 2:6). The prophetic voice in Micah 2-5 was raised against the lack of righteousness among the elites in Jerusalem. Bethlehem (Le. Ephrat -see Gen 48:7) was the burial place of Rachel, wife of Jacob and mother of Joseph and Benjamin. The prophet Jeremiah (31: 15) speaks of Rachel weeping about her lost descendants. Matthew (2:17-18) also quotes this passage over against the good tidings that the child Jesus outlived the onslaught of the 'king' in Judea (Herod the Great), only to be killed at thirty in Jerusalem because he was believed to be the 'newborn king'.
Round about the middle of the eight century B C E the dominant belief in Israel was that Israel is God's covenantal people and that the cultic shrine at Bethel was the visible guarantee that Israel would continue to exist as kingdom (see inter alia Amos 7:10-13)3. Among the evidence in the Pentateuchal traditions, Deuteronomy 33:13-17 and Genesis 37:1-11 witness to the belief that Joseph is the legitimate successor of his father Jacob and not Judah. According to this tradition the site to which God's people were cultically attached was Bethel, also called Luz (Gen 28:19; 35:6) . At Bethel heaven and earth met as God entered into a covenant with Jacob and Jacob's children. Here, on the road between Bethel and Bethlehem (Ephrath) Rachel died and was buried (Gen 35: 19) . At the time of the centralization of the cult in Jerusalem earnest attempts were made to disfavor and even to destroy the Bethel tradition (see Hos 1 :4-5).
During the Second Jerusalem Temple period a final onset was made on the Bethel tradition. The destruction of Samaria. capital of the northern kingdom since the reign of Omri (1 Ki 16:23) , by the Assyrians (2 Ki 17:7-23) gave birth to this onslaught. In the re-established Judean kingdom, after the Babylonian exile, the conviction was nurtured that the Israelites of the northern kingdom were actually replaced by outsiders (2 Ki 17:24-26). The northerners were now labeled 'the Samaritans' (see Montgomery [1907 Montgomery [ ] 1968 . For the Judeans Jerusalem became the uncontested 'city of David'.
What both David and Solomon intended to be an act of peacemaking became an ideological instrument par excellence both during the First Temple period and specifically the Second Temple period to marginalize and silence opposition. David's choice of Jerusalem, a 'neutral location' (Breytenbach 1997 (Breytenbach :1171 , as the site of the official cult, was a conciliatory venture to bring the north and the south into one royal household (2 Sam 5:1-11). After Solomon unity failed and Jerusalem functioned as the cultic center for the southern kingdom only. Jeroboam, ruler of the northern kingdom, was immediately advised to choose 'Shechem in the hill country of Ephraim', then Peniel and finally Bethel as residential and cultic sites (1 Ki 12:25-33 -a passage colored by a 'southern' bias). These sites were chosen because of ancient traditions concerni!lg Abram (Gen 12:6)" and Jacob (Gen 32:31) , and the settlement of the descendants of Joseph respectivly. According to the northern tribes Joseph was the legitimate successor to lead the house of Abraham and Jacob in the center of the land. The bias of the editorial re-interpretation by Judean priests of the Bethel tradition, as if it were inherently deflled by pagan syncretism, should not be overlooked by a naive reading of the above-mentioned references in the First Testament. The domination of the Jerusalem temple cult should also be judged in the light of prophetic protests 4 • However, in the period subsequent to the exile priestly elites continued with the process of ostracizing. This can be seen for example in the command the priests authorized as the 'law of God', that the 'men of Judah and Benjamin' must divorce their 'foreign spouses' and abandon the children born of such allegedly illegitimate marriages (Ezra 10; Neh 13:23-28). 1 and 2 Chronicles also try to restore the role of the monarchy and its priestly retainers. But according to Today, research has establised the scholarly opinion that the 'Samaritans are associated not with Samaria but with Shechem' (Coggins 1975:9; Wright 1992:263-273) . A more appropriate geographical designation used by Josephus for the people who generally came to be known as Samaritans is therefore 'Shechemites'9 (Montgomery 1968:70) . According to Talmudic mentality the world was divided, in line with these categorizations: Judeans, Samaritans and Gentiles (Montgomery 1968: 178) . This particular division is also evident in Acts 1 :8. Samaritans were considered to be 'mamzerim', that is people of uncertain parentage (Montgomery 1968:181) , in other words illegitimate. In the Talmudic Tractate Kiddushin 75 a (cf. Mass Kut 27) they were treated as bastards (Montgomery 1968: 180-181) . In like terms a Mishna qualifies the status of the Samaritans with respect to marriage arrangements of the Jerusalem cult: 'They are the people of uncertain condition [i.e. with whom one may not marry]: those of unknown parentage, foundlings, and Samaritans'IO.
The Johannine report (4:1-26) of Jesus talking to the Samaritan woman at 'Jacob's well' is all but an innocent tale. The well is situated on the plot of the land 'Jacob had given to his son Joseph'. The land is near the Samaritan town Sychar. From this well 'our father Jacob' drank', as did 'his sons'. Here again we have an indication of the dualistic Johannine mentality: . the 'physical' Joseph and his ancestors drink the 'physical' water from the well; and then there is the 'spiritual' son of Joseph, Jesus, who gives the water of eternal life. Furthermore, the fact that the story pertains to a Samaritan woman is particularly striking I I. The notation of Sychar in the abovementioned Johannine story is understood by Eusebius and Jerome to be the site of the ancient Shechem (Montgomery 1968:19-21) , close to the present-day Samaritan village Nablus l2 .
According to a relatively correct interpretation of available textual evidence in the First Testament, Priest Hasanein Wasef Kahen of the Samaritan Community in Nablus explained in 1966 that the establishing of the Judean cult in Jerusalem was the result of a wrong political evaluation. 'King Daoud who is the descendent of Yahuda tribe moved the capital to Jerusalem instead of Nablus' (Kahen 1966:8) . David thought that building the capital of a united kingdom in a neutral place and not at 'the political and religious capital of the kingdom -Nablus -could contribute to supervising successfully all parts of the kingdom'. After that Solomon erected the temple in Jerusalem.
This temple was 'build by human hands' (see the tradition used in Stephen's speech in Acts 7:48-49), while God's tent, the tabernacle was stil 'erected ... on a big rock that can be seen in Gerizim mountain until now' (Kahen 1966: 5) . . .. it is the patriarch Joseph above all who plays a pre-eminent role in the ethics of the Testaments. Not only in his farewell-discourse is Joseph put forward as a good example for his sons, but his brothers too refer to him on their death-beds, exhorting their sons to be like Joseph.
He was one who kept himself free from adultery, who never stopped loving his brothers, who was full of mercy, compassion and forgiVingness, who humiliated himself. He was a righteous man tried by God and rewarded and exalted afterwards.
In the Testament of Benjamin (4:2) one reads (Hollander 1981:69-70) : 'The good per-.son has not a dark eye. For (s)he shows mercy to all people, even though they be sinners' and, in Testament of Benjamin (4:4d 17 ): ' ... on te poor person (s)he has mercy; with the weak (s)he feels sympathy'. In the Testament of Zebulon (6:5; 7:3f) (Hollander 1981 :73) the same attitude towards the poor and feeling of sympathy (in Greek: sumpathei) towards the weak is described as virtues of the patriarch Zebulon imitating the attitude and feeling of Joseph. In the Testament of Gad (4:1-2), in a passagge where Gad instructs his children, a very remarkable phrase appears which the gospel tradition in the New Testament attributes to Jesus: Gad reveals that 'lawlessness' against the Lord amounts to disobedience to the words of God's 'commandments concerning the love of one's neighbour, and its sins against God' (Sklar 1996:51) . These instructions clearly go together with the confession of one's own sin and repentance and an ongoing forgiveness of the sin of others (see T Gad 6:3-4, 7). Twelve Patriarchs, in its present form, being dated in the second or third century C E but actually going back to probably the second century BCE losephand Asenath is being dated in the period between 100 BCE and 115 CE (Chesnutt 1996:286) . The latter is a 'Hellenistic-Semitic' romance which focuses ort God's intervention in the life of Joseph the patriarch (parallel to the Joseph in the gospel tradition) to take Asenath, an 'impure' woman, though a virgin, into his house. It is a story of a 'holy marriage'. Most striking is the reference (losAs [Ph] did not know that (a) godcame to me' (Standartinger 1995:311) .
One has to keep in mind that Asenath' s virginity is not mentioned in the Genesis account. However, both the fashion of Joseph's marriage to Asenath and her virginity were already in the first century CE widespread literary topics. For example, Josephus (lA ii, 9), parallel to loseph and Asenath, refers among others their 'most distinguished ISSN 0259-9422 = H1 'S 5411 & 2 (1998) marriage' (in Greek: gamon axiologOtaton) and Asenath's virginity (cf Niehoff 1992: 106) 18. This reference alone rules out the possibility that the author of Joseph and Asenath took this topic over from the evidence in the New Testament l9 . What is in all probability the case is that both the relevant tradition behind the gospel material in the New Testament and documents like Joseph and Asenath share a common idealization of Joseph's holy marriage. It is furthermore remarkable to notice that 'rabbinic Midrash is ... concerned with Asenath's alien origin and (that) this disturbing fact is accounted for in numerous ways' (Aptovitzer 1924:239-306; Niehoff 1992: 107) .
5. CONCLUSION M Y concern in this paper is to focus on the references to the correspondences between father and son, between Joseph and Jesus. Actually, in this regard, it is highly problematic to refer to Joseph as the father of Jesus at all. These references do not occur in writings originating in the period before the beginning of the separation of the Pharasaic synagogue and the church after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE and the termination of the earliest Jerusalem church. It is clear that regarding the role which Joseph fulfI11s in the New Testament that there is an enormous distance between the historical Jesus tradition and the traditions in the gospels and post-New Testament documents (cf Oberlinner 1975:73-78) . JP Meier (1991:317) , in his A marginal Jew: Rethinking the historical Jesus, volume one: The roots of the problem and the person admitted that' ... the total silence about Joseph is significant'. However, he does not . think that this gap is an 'unbridgeable gulf (Meier 1991:353 
note 7). According to
Meier there is 'converging evidence of the notable silences found in the Four Gospels and Acts, all of which have references to the mother and brothers (and sometimes the sisters)' .
For Meier (1991:317 ) the traditional solution, already known in the patristic period, remains the most likely. According to some church fathers Joseph was already dead when Jesus began acting in public. The first hint of this idea can be found in Proto-James. Here Joseph is portrayed as a very old man when he took Mary into his home. According to the church father Epiphanius (Panarion 3.78.10 -written ca 377 CE) Joseph died shortly after the family visited the temple in Jerusalem with the twelve-year old Jesus (as recorded by Luke 2:41-52)20.
However, I cannot see how Meier could seriously consider the patristic evidence as historically authentic. This evidence uncritically links Joseph's death with the episode of the twelve-year old Jesus in the temple. It is almost impossible to argue for the authenticity of this temple scene. Secondly, it is totally unthinkable in Mediterranean culture to tell a story of a man (in this case Jesus) without mentioning his father in Andries }lan Aarde some way or another. Meier (1991: 317) quite correctly realizes that 'there is a completely neutral stance [of Joseph as father] toward Jesus' ministry'. However, it is less likely that this 'neutral stance' could be explained as due to the fact that it 'was of no symbolic use to the evangelists'. A male figure in the Mediterranean world without an explicit connection to his father, is someone without identity. It is comparable to a North American without a social security number or a South African without an identity number. Even today, when one crosses the border of an Arabic country like Jordan, one has to provide the name of one's father on the application form for a visa. Meier (1991: 353 note 5) is right when he argues that when Jesus mentioned a sister belonging to the household of God, he had his earthly relatives in mind. I fmd it difficult to see that the silence about his earthly father would imply that his father was already dead at that particular time. One would rather expect that, if Jesus used his earthly family as analogy for God's heavenly family, the role of the father would be important. Given the importance of the father in Mediterranean culture, how on earth would one cancel out the role of an earthly father?
In my view the other possible explanation to which Meier also refers, fits in better with the converging evidence in the relevant material closest to the historical Jesus: The father could have abandoned the family. It seems that the reason why he would do this, had to do with the conception of Jesus. Historically seen, we know nothing at all of the circumstances of Jesus' conception. Furthermore, there is no historical reason (including New Testament evidence -cf Lk 2:7 21 ) why Jesus should be seen as the first-born. The suggested abandonment by the father could have had certain consequences that would conform with the information which we, in all probability, can discern historically: * * * * * * Jesus' tension with his family; Jesus' defence of the fatherless; Jesus' judgment of the abandonment of women (and children) by an act of divorce; Jesus' calling upon God as his father; Jesus' critique of the Jerusalemites; the absence of a family tomb as his last resting place.
Nonetheless, for other patristic fathers Joseph the 'woodworker' was stil 'deadly alive'. According to an expert among a previous generation of patristic scholars, A W Argyle (1956:199-202 A similar pattern with regard to Joseph being simultaneously 'dead' and 'alive', can be found in both Judaism and Christianity. In Judaism Joseph became an ethical paradigm for repentance (see Schimmel 1981 :60-65 ). An appeal to the example of Joseph also finds its way into Christian thinking. The First Testament saga of Joseph the patriarch provides an abundance of material for elaboration: he was 'a righteous man afflicted and sold by his brethren, steadfast in resisting temptation, unjustly accused, arrested, the benefactor of others, tender hearted, forgiving his· brethren who had wronged him' (Argyle 1956:199) .
The patristic fathers made use of this ethical paradigm in two ways: (1) as prefiguring the incarnation, passion, and exaltation of Jesus 22 , (2) as providing a model for Christian character and conduct 23 . The story of Joseph is therefore actually openended. In Christendom some think Joseph died early in Jesus' life. Others think he lives as an ethical symbol. To me it seems that it is highly probable that he should be regarded as a legendary figure.
My conclusion is that no known father played a role in the life of the historical Jesus. Such a conclusion has far reaching consequences for historical Jesus research. It seems that Joseph did not die early in Jesus' life, he actually entered the scene rather belatedly, at a time when Jesus was already cruCified as a nobody and his corpse didn't find a resting place in a family tomb. For Greek speaking Israelites Joseph was an ethical paradigm. For Pharisees he was the symbolic adversary of Judah. For them he was the forefather of people who either came from the pagan world or mixed with them. In other words, the Joseph-people were regarded by the Judeans as bastards because they were a mixture of the children of God and gentiles, people who should be treated as if they have no parentage.
Who was first -the chicken or the egg? Who claimed first that the fatherless Jesus was the son of Joseph? Pharisees who regarded such a charge as a denotation of illegitimacy? Or Greek speaking Christians among the Israelites who regarded such a claim as a denotation of the intervention of God who turns slander into exaltation? We do not know. What we can say is that within Christendom the Joseph tradition clearly developed as a trajectory. This line of thought was impelled by the anti-Christian Schaberg (1993); Sellew (1997) . 4 The prophets brought the Judeans' attempt to ensconce God's sovereignty within the boundaries of Jerusalem as 'city of David' to light. They challenged the royal household in Jerusalem and its priestly retainers not to be instrumental to the ostracism of the opponents (for example, see Jer :18-12:6; 18:18-23; 36:5, 19,26; 37:11-38:13 -see Breytenbach 1997b 37:11-38:13 -see Breytenbach :1172 7 According to Montgomery (1968:79) 
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